Book review: The Psychology of Strategy. Exploring Rationality in the Vietnam War by Sitzenstuhl, Charles
Sitzenstuhl: Review of “The Psychology of Strategy“, ERIS Vol. 2, Issue 3/2015, pp. 169–171
Kenneth Payne, The Psychology of Strategy. Exploring Rationality in 
the Vietnam War 
(London: Hurst & Company, 2015), pp. 222, ISBN 9781849043373
Reviewed by Charles Sitzenstuhl  
$*=


*/

)	(

+)+The Psychology of Strategy comes 
>!
( 			&(+)

& (
)
and defence studies. A former student of leading political psychologists Yuen Foong 
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The author’s aim is to highlight the (still unappreciated) psychological dimension of 
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neuroscience. The book is meant to address people interested in political psychology, 
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be more familiar with the IR literature than the FPA one).
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makers do not wage war because of ‘rational’ concepts of fear and interest (that are 
the core of realist theories of IR). According to Payne,  honour can be “the most 
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the group and the group’s great concern with its standing towards other groups are 
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It helped US leaders to justify their actions in Southeast Asia while it was in fact 
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esteem and for the esteem of the group to which we feel we belong. This social 
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purely military confrontation. It is also a social confrontation between two societies, 
as well as a constant dialogue between leaders and their fellow citizens. That is why 
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of social dynamics during wars. A war can be seen as a test of a society’s resilience. 
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gradual escalation strategy of the Americans allowed the people to get used to 
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capacities, perfectly illustrating the fact that war is not only a ‘raw’ material 
confrontation but also a social and psychological one.
Chapter 6, ‘Risk and the Fog of War’, turns back to leaders’ attitudes. How does 
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towards risk, Payne continues here brilliantly to dismantle rationalist theories of 
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the mind rather than a digital record of what happened (p. 167). Payne’s conclusion 
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the “essence of cognition” (p. 182). 
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an erudite discussion of Clausewitz’ writings all through the book. We all remember 
from the famous Prussian strategist that war is politics by other means, but Payne 
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his actions” (p. 28). According to Payne’s careful reading of Clausewitz, war is a 
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